
Can you imagine a moose living in
your bedroom and having a bowl of
cereal for breakfast in the morning?
Well, if you and a moose had the
same habitat, it could happen.
Habitat is the food, water, shelter
and space needed for you and for
animals to live. Your habitat is
different from a moose’s. A moose

needs habitat
with a lot of

willows to eat,
water to drink,
open spaces to
roam and a dense
forest to hide and

sleep. What is your
habitat?

Changes occur in wildlife habitat
each season. In autumn, or fall, the
days start getting shorter, the leaves
start changing colors, and animals

are getting ready for winter, which is just around
the corner. Different
animals prepare for
these changes in
different ways. 

Beavers live in streams near aspen trees and are busy
working on their dams and lodges in the fall. They

use aspen trees to build these structures. Using
their teeth, they cut down trees and then strip
off and eat the bark. Smaller trees are cut into
moveable pieces and dragged into the water
for repairing dams and lodges. Beavers work
extra hard in the fall because they want to
make sure there are no leaks in their lodges
before winter. Beavers also work to store bark-

covered sticks underwater near their lodges,
which they use for food.

Migratory birds, birds that fly south for the winter,
might begin flying toward warmer

places to live before it gets cold
and snowy in Wyoming.
The yellow-headed black-

bird travels to southern
Mexico to avoid the snow.  

HABITAT CONNECTION:
WHAT IS YOUR HABITAT?

Aspen trees are
important for beavers.
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In autumn, 
the yellow-headed 

blackbird flies 
south to a

warmer 
climate.

Moose need habitat with willows to eat. Lu
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In autumn, beavers
make sure their lodges

are ready for winter.
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GAME
WARDEN
Irah Leonetti is the East Rawlins
game warden. It is his job to
make sure people are respecting
wildlife by following the laws.

On a typical fall day, he leaves
his house early and gets back late.

“I spend long hours in the field
during hunting seasons, because
I need to protect the wildlife
from poachers,”

says Warden Leonetti.  “Poachers are people
who illegally shoot wildlife.  They either 
don’t buy a hunting license, harvest too many
animals, or they shoot the wrong kind of 
animal.” Poaching hurts wildlife and impacts
the Wyoming Game and Fish Department’s
ability to manage, or take care of, wildlife.  It 
is like stealing.

Those who choose to hunt must be very respon-
sible.  They must learn laws and regulations, learn
how to correctly identify wildlife and buy correct
licenses at the correct times.  “Most of the people 
I talk to are good, responsible hunters, so I get to
talk to them about their hunting experiences.  I 
really enjoy that.”

One case Warden Leonetti worked on involved a man who
did lots of things wrong.
He shot a moose that  
he didn’t have a license
for, he killed too many
deer, and he used a spot-
light to sneak up on these
animals when it was dark.
All of these things are 
illegal. He was arrested
and pled guilty. Because

he didn’t follow the law, he lost his right to hunt for 10
years. They also took away his guns so he couldn’t poach
again and fined him $5,000. T
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Although game wardens are busy checking hunters in the
fall, they do other things, too. During fishing season, they
check fisherman. They might be on a horse near a back-
country lake checking your luck with the fish. Or maybe 
in a boat, making sure you are safe. Wherever and whenever
you are out in Wyoming, whether on foot, horseback, boat
or snowmobile, you might run into a game warden. And 
if you do, make sure to say hello. They love to hear your
outdoor experiences!

Game wardens work to 
make sure people are
respecting the wildlife.

A game warden talks with people
who are hunting.   

Hunters take a
hunter education
course to teach
them to be safe
and ethical in
the field. 

Like most hunters in Wyoming, these people are 
ethical hunters.
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INTERMOUNTAIN WANDERING
GARTERSNAKE
Thamnophis elegans vagrans; literally meaning wandering
pretty brushsnake

Size: up to 30 inches
Eats: small animals such as insects, fish, frogs, mice and toads
Lives in: all kinds of habitats, but usually found near water

If you’ve ever spent much time outdoors in Wyoming, chances
are you have seen a snake or two. If you’ve seen two snakes,
one of them was probably an Intermountain Wandering Garter-
snake. These snakes have three stripes down their backs: one
in the middle and one on each side. In the old days, people used
striped garters to hold up their socks. Because of the similarity
of the stripes, these snakes are called garter snakes. Although
there is some dispute as to why they are said to be wandering,
they have a large distribution. These snakes range from the plains
to the west coast, north to Canada and from about 4,000 feet
to 13,000 feet elevation. The most common snake in Wyoming,
these medium-sized snakes are usually found around water.
Did you know in the autumn these gartersnakes prepare for
winter by coming together in large numbers in a hibernaculum
or den? Although snakes are “cold-blooded,” their metabolisms
do give off some heat. By overwintering together, they are able
to generate enough heat to survive the cold.

BLUE GROUSE 
Dendragapus obscurus

Size: up to 20 inches tall with a wingspan of 26 inches;
weighing around 2.3 pounds
Eats: In winter this grouse feeds exclusively on conifer (or pine)
needles; its summer diet consists of insects, seeds and berries.
Lives in: Uplands - open coniferous (or pine tree forest) and
mixed forests and nearby brush.

While some birds like to fly high, blue grouse are well adapted
to live on land. When flying, grouse are able to turn and dodge
sharply in flight, but return to the ground rather quickly. They
have a crop located at the base of their necks. A crop is an area
they store food in while they are feeding, then when they return
to their roost, the food begins to steadily advance to the stomach
for digestion while they rest. Did you know in the autumn blue
grouse are hunted? People with retrievers or pointers often
hunt these birds. In the spring, the deep booming hoots of a
courting male blue grouse are audible for many yards, but
because they are so low in pitch, the bird itself can be extremely
difficult to find. It is worth the effort, however, because as he
hoots, the male fans his tail over his back, spreads the feathers
on his neck to reveal the patch of brightly colored skin and
erects the combs over the eyes, producing a striking display. 

BLACK BEAR
Ursus americanus

Size: large males can weigh more than 300 pounds
Eats: all kinds of things like berries, grass, insects and nuts
Lives in: forests

Black bears are not always black. Their fur can be a variety of
colors like cinnamon, brown and even blond! They have poor
eyesight, moderate hearing and a sense of smell that is good.
Black bears are very strong. They can tear rotten logs apart
when looking for honey or insects. Did you know in the fall, a
black bear gets ready for winter by putting on a good supply
of fat? Then they hole up in a sheltered place. They use places
like a cave, crevice, hollow tree or log, under the roots of a
fallen tree, or even a den that the bear digs out itself. Don’t
forget, black bears can climb trees!

BROOK TROUT 
Salvelinus fontinalis

Size: varies, average size of adults 10 to 12 inches and up to 
10 pounds. In Wyoming, the largest brook trout ever caught by 
a fisherman was 24 inches long and weighed 9 pounds, 11
ounces. Can you find something in your classroom that weighs
about 10 pounds? What a whopper!
Eats: worms, leeches, insects that live in the water and land,
spiders, mollusks, crustaceans, salamanders, frogs, rodents
and fishes
Lives in: lakes, beaver ponds, streams and rivers in Wyoming

Did you know brook trout spawn in the autumn? Spawning is
what fish do to make more fish. Using their tails, a female brook
trout makes a shallow depression in stream gravel, called a redd.
This is where she lays her eggs. After a male fertilizes the eggs,
the female covers them with gravel. The eggs will stay in the
gravel through the winter and hatch in the early spring. These
fish can multiply very quickly and overpopulate an area.  This
often makes them smaller in size. Brook trout came from the
east coast of the United States and were planted all over the
Rocky Mountains. They really like to live in beaver ponds.

If you have ever caught a brook trout, write a story telling
your “tail” and send it to WILD TIMES!
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BY CHRIS COLLIGAN

WGFD Brucellosis Information and Education Specialist

In much of Wyoming,
elk live in two different
areas during the year.
These areas are their
summer range and their
winter range. It is neces-
sary for elk to move, 
or migrate, from their
summer range to winter
range to survive the
long, harsh winters in
elk country. Elk have
many adaptations that

allow them to travel long distances over a rugged landscape.
There are also many human impacts that endanger these
animals. Educating people on why elk migrate and which
habitat is most important to elk will help wildlife biologists
protect the routes they travel.

Elk live in herds, or large
groups of animals. They
socialize with each other
with chirps, barks and bugles.
These calls warn other elk 
of approaching predators or
signal to the herd when it’s
time to move. Elk have long,
strong legs so they can travel
through deep snow and on
steep slopes. Sharp hooves let
them paw through hard snow
to get at food that is buried.

The areas where elk live are
different during different seasons.
Elk prefer areas high in the mountains where there is lush
green grass during the summer. This food is very nutritional,
allowing the animals to store fat for the winter. When snow
starts to fall in the autumn elk move to lower elevations,
where there is more food. This is also the rutting, or mating,
period for elk. Bull elk will stay with a group of cows, known
as a harem. Bull elk are very vocal during the rut with loud,
deep bugles and show their dominance over younger, smaller
bulls by fighting with their antlers.
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Autumn is also the time of the year for elk hunting season.
Hunters play an important role for wildlife managers. Hunting
is used as a tool to harvest the surplus elk produced each
year, keeping herds stable and minimizing losses from winter
starvation.

As fall turns to winter, elk form larger herds and begin
migrating to lower elevations. This is the most difficult period
of the year, because they run into many obstacles. Areas that
elk used in the 1800s, called the traditional winter range, have
been developed into highways, houses or energy developments.
One problem this causes is elk are around cattle that live at
ranches in mountain valleys. Elk can be very destructive to hay
stored for feeding cattle through the winter and can even
spread diseases such as brucellosis. To try to fix these problems,
areas in northwestern Wyoming have feedgrounds to supply
elk with winter feed and stop them from migrating farther
down country where there will only be more problems for
elk as they encounter people and cattle. While feeding elk has

some benefits, there are also negative
things that happen. When large
numbers of elk are in one place and
are fed in small areas, disease can
easily be spread from one animal
to another.

As winter loosens its grip on
Wyoming and the first signs of
spring appear, elk go where the
grass is green. Elk will then break
into smaller family groups as the
cow elk, or female elk, prepare
to have calves. Bulls will break
apart from the herd, forming
bachelor groups, where they will
spend the summer together

until fall arrives once again. Aspen stands and high alpine
areas provide elk with food, cool temperatures and seclusion
throughout the summer.

The Wyoming Game and Fish Department’s wildlife biologists
must manage elk herds. There are many costs and benefits
of having large elk herds in Wyoming. Elk provide big game
hunters with excellent hunting and give wildlife viewers a
reason to visit Wyoming. It’s important that we protect habitat
for elk and other animals. Most important is traditional
winter range that elk must have to survive. This will allow
elk to continue their annual migrations into the future. 
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Elk communicate with each other
by bugling or barking.

Elk feedgrounds help the animals survive in the winter, but

disease can be spread by lots of animals in a small space.



Black-tailed jackrabbit’s
fur changes from brown
to white during the fall.

People help the
Wyoming Game and

Fish Department
manage wildlife 

by hunting.

CHANGING WARDROBES
In autumn, when the days get shorter, the coats of some
animals change color.  Many animals will begin to grow
thicker and lighter-colored coats that eventually become
completely white.  Can you think of any animals that 
you see change colors?

HUNTING
SEASONS IN
AUTUMN

Why is hunting season important
to wildlife management?
In the fall, you might notice people

walking the prairie or forest wearing
blaze orange clothing. That is because

it is hunting season. Hunting seasons are
needed to help manage the populations 

of wildlife like pronghorn, deer and elk. In the 1800s, there
were no restrictions on the numbers of wildlife people could
hunt, and some people took large numbers of wildlife. People
also cleared trees and brush for planting crops so there was 
less space for the remaining wild animals. Because of this
unrestricted hunting and loss of habitat, many wild animal
populations decreased rapidly. Today, wildlife management
involves scientific study to determine the carrying capacity, or
the number of animals an area can support. Hunting seasons
help maintain the wildlife population at a level that the habitat
supports so they can make it through the winter.

Hunting not only helps the Wyoming Game and Fish
Department manage wildlife herds, but it also funds the
agency. Nearly all the money the department gets is from
the sales of hunting and fishing licenses. Without money,
we couldn’t manage wildlife or help improve their habitats.
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Black-tailed jackrabbit in summer.
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A WYOMING AUTUMN
BY NATHAN HOLCOMB

Jackson Hole Middle School, Jackson, WY

A mist-covered meadow,
A herd of elk walks through the golden aspens.

A distant bugle is heard from a wandering bull.
The lead bull, brown and muddy,

Answers back with a spine-tingling bugle.

Out of the silver mists comes a bald eagle.
Just as soon as it came, the eagle vanishes back into the

mists.

In a distance a lone howl is heard.
Suddenly many more howls light up the silent valley.
A pack of wolves wanders through a distant meadow.

A group of migrating geese flies above,
Their triangular formation pierces the fog like an arrow,

Their honks can be heard at a distance,
The hypnotic sound fades into the distance.

The wandering bull bugles again,
Asking for a challenge.

The lead bull responds again with a bugle,
Followed by a deep grunt.

Peace, Serenity,
A Wyoming Autumn

 



This fall, look around you for signs of animals. What
things do you see?

You might notice cone cuttings on stumps or rocks where
the squirrels live. In the fall, they are finishing filling all
their caches, or places they store their food. Some caches
can be as large as 15 to 18 feet wide and three feet deep—
now that’s a lot of food! Because the young leave their moms
shortly after they are born, they have to feed themselves
their first winter. This means that they have to be successful
at gathering and storing a winter's supply of food. What
other animals store their food in caches?

We’ve already learned that migratory birds fly south
for the winter. Have you seen any strange birds in
your area that may be passing through? How about
the numbers of birds you are seeing…are there fewer?

WHY DO LEAVES
CHANGE COLOR? 

This fall before the leaves turn colors, find a
deciduous tree near your school yard. A deciduous
tree is one that loses its leaves in the fall. Find leaves
on the tree that receive bright sunlight and cover
part of them with foil or heavy paper and tape.
See what happens to each side of the leaf.

As summer ends and autumn comes, the days
get shorter and shorter. This is when the trees
“know” to begin getting ready for winter. Winter
days are short and dry, so many plants stop
making food in the fall. The chlorophyll, or
pigment that makes the plants green, goes away.
We can then see the orange and yellow colors.
These colors were in the leaves all summer, but
the green covered them up!
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Hummingbirds travel to
Mexico.

Wyoming’s State bird, 
the meadowlark, flies 

to central Mexico 
for the winter.

Squirrels store food 
for the winter in 

caches.

Do you know why leaves 
change color in the fall?
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WEB SITES:
Learn about all different animals at: www.enature.com

EXPLORE THE LIBRARY:
Do some exploring in the nature section of your school or public library.
A whole world is there at your fingertips, waiting to be discovered in the
pages of books.
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MATCH THE WORDS
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Find the best match in column A with column B
Column A Column B 
1. Hibernaculum A. brook trout
2. Redd B. green-tailed towhee
3. Migratory bird C. Intermoutain wandering gartersnake
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VOCABULARY
Do you know what each of these 
words mean?

Habitat
Native
Spawning
Migrate
Adaptations

 


